
Thank you, Bolivia! Thank you for giving me the courage
to say what I was too Canadian to say: when it comes to
climate change and carbon talks, we are big, fat hypocrites. 

On Day 2 of the COP-16 negotiations in Cancun,
Mexico, Bolivia’s ambassador to the UN criticized the
nations who are negotiating laws that they cannot even
abide by. Canada is guilty as charged. Pablo Solon was
especially critical of carbon offset market systems like
REDD+ that pay developing nations to not cut down their
trees. 

I hope that the Canadian government takes this
criticism seriously. The polar ice caps are melting all
around us, and all we can do is think of money. I’m
referring to the proliferating carbon offset projects,
including REDD+ programs, which I will get into later. 

We are hoping carbon trading will solve our climate
woes, when all it does is sweep our dirt under the rug.
However, the dirt is piling up and it’s getting noticeable.
To make matters worse, our government seems to be
stuck in the Stone Age. And who makes up the
government? You and I. 

Our inaction on climate change makes me want to cry.
Polar bears are just the cutest little guys and our
irresponsibility is destroying them forever. 

I try to be environmentally friendly and choose to walk
or cycle as much as I can, but car drivers everywhere seem
to have a plot to take over the world through complete
annihilation of other transportation modes. On a larger
scale, our federal government won’t even debate a climate
change bill, let alone pass one. And now they are selling
our forests for dodgy German carbon offset investment
projects. 

Let me try to lay out the connections between the
recent Denman Island land swap, the emerging North
American cap and trade market, and how these responses
to global warming will affect us. Bear with me, I’m pulling
back the rug and it’s going to be messy. 

Carbon Offsets
Let’s begin with a crash course in carbon trading, or
offsetting. The carbon market works on two levels: the
mandatory, compliance market, also known as cap and
trade, and the voluntary market. 

Currently, BC only has voluntary carbon offset
programs. But our very own compliance carbon market is
quietly creeping forward, hiding under that nice, cozy rug. 

On December 6, the Climate Action Secretariat, under
the BC Ministry of Environment, closed public comment
on cap and trade and offset regulations for large industrial
emitters in the province. 

The regulations are being developed under the
Greenhouse Gas Reduction Act. Many people have never
heard anything about the proposed regulations;
symptomatic of a widespread failure to address the issue.  

Voluntary Offsetting
But let’s go back to the voluntary offsets for a moment.
These consist mainly of ‘corporate social responsibility’.
Companies like Shell or Air Canada buy offsets that fund
excellent initiatives to reduce emissions at the source.
Many offset investments also go to projects that are
supposed to help the planet absorb, or sequester, carbon
dioxide and other greenhouse gases (GHGs). These offsets
allow the companies to continue to emit, confident in the
belief that the offsets will make up for it somewhere else. 

Carbon offset credits are measured in metric tons of
carbon dioxide equivalent (CO2e). One ton of CO2e equals
one carbon offset credit. You can buy them from various
organizations, such as the Pacific Carbon Trust—the
crown corporation that acts as our local provider. They
only cost $25/ton. You can even buy them online at
carboncreditcanada.ca. All you need is a credit card. 

Let’s put this in perspective: Canadian emissions per
capita are about 20 tons CO2/year, whereas the average in
India is about 2 tons. An intercontinental flight emits
about 2 tons CO2e per capita. With the Pacific Carbon
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Trust, you can offset a flight to Europe for only $50! Isn’t it
great that we can save the planet so easily? Hang on to
your rug; it’s not quite so simple. 

But what about the industrial emitters that make up the
bulk of our national emissions? On January 1, 2012,
compliance cap and trade will cover them. 

The Emerging BC Compliance Market
This will mean that certain industrial sectors emitting over
25,000 tons CO2e annually will have a GHG emissions set
allowance, or cap. If they are smart and emit less than they
are allowed, they can sell what they have left over. If they
have not budgeted well, they must buy more credits from
those who have saved. 

But if BC places a cap on emissions, won’t industries try
to move to a place where it is cheaper to pollute? Daa-da-
da-dah! Enter the Western Climate Initiative to save the
day. A group of jurisdictions—Arizona, BC, California,
Manitoba, Montana, New Mexico, Ontario, Oregon,
Quebec, Utah, and Washington—have joined forces as the
Western Climate Initiative (WCI) to strategically address
GHG emission reduction. The WCI designed the program
on which BC’s regulations are based. 

Collaboration—wow—sounds like a good plan, right? It
is, but only if your goals are worthwhile. And I’m not
convinced carbon trading is worth all the attention. 

Trade or Reduce?
Here’s the problem: there seems to be more emphasis on
trading than there is on emissions reduction. The BC
government has set a goal for us to reduce our emissions
by more than 33% in the next ten years. This is supposed
to be followed up by an 80% reduction below 2007 levels
by 2050. 

In ten years, I will be 40-years-old. Will cap and trade
result in us cutting one-third of our emissions by my
fortieth birthday? I hope so. A livable planet would be the
best gift. 

However, I am skeptical because carbon trading looks a
lot like a magic carpet. If we believe in it enough, it will
take us far away from reality. It helps us look away from
the current reality that everyone keeps ignoring—we need
to reduce emissions, not trade them! 

If the cap is low enough and carbon is valuable, trading
may work. But there is so much potential for things to go
wrong. For example, over half of Germany’s industrial
CO2 emissions are addressed through a cap and trade
system. This involves projects like the one on Denman
Island, as we will see. 

Magic Money
For our very own offset regs, though, we are being very
careful to make sure all carbon offsets will be additional,
verifiable, and permanent. 

We will regulate them so they are not just a result of
business as usual; an independent third party will confirm
the reductions are real; and we will ensure the emissions
will not be released again into the atmosphere at a later
date (no one has said exactly how, though). Oh, and we
will set it up so that each offset is only counted once and
that there is no ‘leakage’. 

Leakage occurs when emissions rise in another location
as a result of the offset project. Say, for example, using a
CO2-intensive helicopter to remove invasive trees in a
forest management project. Or a forest fire. Wave goodbye
to your offsets.

Don’t forget that we need to monitor the legitimacy of
the carbon trading market, because carbon offset credits
are like stocks. Can we create legislation strong enough to
prevent people from saving their allowance for a rainy day
when it’s worth more? (Rather than using them for what
they are intended—emission reduction.) 

What happens to the credits’ value when we create
more allowances for new industries? It’s like printing
money. It isn’t worth much. 

Denman Island Avoided Deforestation
It gets even more complicated because there are several
types of projects that qualify for offset crediting. Forest
management strategies are becoming increasingly
popular. One of the more dubious is REDD+. ‘Reducing
Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation’ is
an offset program developed by the UN that pays
landowners and government to not cut down trees. 

I say it is dubious because it is making artificial profits
from something that we should be doing as a matter of
fact anyway. As Bolivian ambassador Solon said in
Cancun, ‘Now they want to put a value on nature...this is
what got us here in the first place.’

North Vancouver-based Ecosystem Restoration
Associates (ERA) has REDD+ projects in Burundi,
Rwanda and the Democratic Republic of Congo. 

Their Canadian projects focused, until now, on a
Community Ecosystem Restoration Program (CERP) that
involved planting trees or reverting disturbed lands to
native forest ecosystems. Adding trees to the land is quite
different from just not cutting them down. 

However, their most recent Canadian deal, on Denman
Island, which involves a complicated land swap with
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private developer Henning Nielsen and the Ministry of
Environment, does not fit into the CERP category. It is
simply ‘avoided deforestation’. 

Land that would have been subdivided was instead
made available to the Ministry of Environment to
purchase for parkland at a low price thanks to the carbon
credit investment brokered by ERA. The German firm
Forest Carbon Group (FCG) made the investment.
Incidentally, Frédéric Jacquemont, head of FCG, was
recently appointed president of ERA. 

Granted, a significant portion of the Chickadee Lake
watershed on Denman will now be preserved as parkland.
It’s a win for the environment! 

Also, $1.2 million worth of carbon credits will be
available for FCG’s clients to purchase if they need to
‘neutralize’ their emissions. FCG’s clients include
industrial operations such as the German utility company
Entega, who offsets its natural gas emissions with
Canadian forestry projects. It is still okay to burn vast
amounts of natural gas! Not such a win for the
environment.

But this is just the beginning of trading our forests for
GHG pollution. 

The New Forest Carbon Offset
Protocol

The BC Ministry of Environment, in conjunction with the
Ministry of Forests, Mines and Lands, is drafting the
Forest Carbon Offset Protocol, which will ‘guide
development of offset projects on private and public land
in BC.’ It is in the consultation phase until January 31,
2011. 

Pat Bell, Minister of Forests, Mines and Lands, says it
‘could help unlock new revenue for forest managers and
help industry reduce emissions.’

The new Protocol will guide future forest management
practices for carbon offset projects such as afforestation
(‘direct human-induced conversion of land that has not
been Forest Land for at least 20 years prior’), reforestation
(‘re-establishment of trees on land through planting,
seeding and/or human-induced promotion of natural seed
sources’) and avoided deforestation (‘preventing the direct
human-induced conversion of Forest Land to a non-forest
land use’). 

Why Here?
British Columbia’s temperate coastal rainforests are ideal
for carbon offset programs. Our Douglas firs and cedar
trees live a relatively long time and grow quickly, and can
therefore sequester more carbon in the short-term and
over their lifetime than other types of forest. One estimate
states that just eight trees will sequester one ton of carbon
over their lifetime, which is often considered to be 100
years for market purposes. 

This is where our magic carpet comes crashing to a
halt—there is little guarantee that the trees will not be cut
or burnt down. We cannot know what will happen in 100
years to the forests and the carbon they contain. Not to
mention the minor little detail that the Earth’s natural
carbon cycle takes millions of years. 

This still leaves us not discussing the most important
thing: we need to reduce emissions, not just move them
around. If we are serious about this, we will put a very high
price on carbon. 

The Carbon Tax and You
The twin of carbon offsets is carbon tax. We have one. It’s
the BC government’s cute little baby to tote around and
show off in places like Washington State. Everyone seems
so astonished by our ‘progressiveness’. It’s disappointing. 

Our carbon tax baby is two years old and not having
much effect. Strengthening the drunk-driving laws had
more impact on getting people to drive less than did our
fuel tax. 

The carbon tax applies to ‘downstream’ emissions only,
such as diesel and gasoline purchased at the pump. Cap
and trade offsets apply only to industrial emissions, not
including their downstream emissions. We don’t want to
charge anyone twice. 

In 2008, our carbon tax started out at $10/ton of C02e,
increasing $5/year until the maximum of $30/ton in
2012. 

What does this mean for us as consumers? Not much—
gas went up a few cents. Certainly not enough that people
are choosing to drive 30% less. 
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Carbon offsets? Can you see any alternatives? 
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The Pembina Institute says carbon should cost
$200/ton by 2020 to equitably contribute to a global
effort to address climate change. In Sustainable
Energy–Without the Hot Air, David Mackay writes that it
would have to cost $400/ton before impacting car driving
in the USA. 

We are not even close to changing behaviour through
price signals. The price of gas would go up by $1 per gallon
with a $100/ton carbon tax, according to Guy Dauncey in
101 Solutions to Global Warming. Our carbon tax baby
only costs us a measly $20/ton. 

As a rough estimate, we pay about $1/liter, or
$4/gallon. If we use Mackay’s price of $400/ton that
would be required to effect change, we should be paying
about $2/L. To change our driving habits, and reduce
emissions, we need to double the price of gas. Are we
willing to do this for the sake of our future? Perhaps we
would prefer to get back on our magic carpets and fly the
other way.

Carbon ‘Neutrality’
The BC government recently introduced legislation that
requires all public institutions to be carbon neutral. Some
of this neutrality is being achieved through reducing
emissions at the source and efficiency improvements. A lot
of it is being met through carbon offset purchases from the
Pacific Carbon Trust. Germany, lauded for its emission
reductions, also meets many of its allowances through
carbon offsets. 

The park that is being created on Denman Island is one
example of a project that is helping Germany ‘reduce its
emissions’. Making a park on an island doesn’t translate as
emission reduction in my book. What’s that you say—the
developer would have cleared and subdivided it without
this project? 

Great, now all developers can hurry up to create projects
that they won’t do if we pay them to not cut trees down. Is it
just me, or should they be doing this anyway—for nothing?
(If you consider the future of humanity to be ‘nothing’.)

I think this magic carpet that we are stuck on has some
kind of ominous power. It’s like Lord of the Rings for clean
air. ‘We need a clean environment! Buuuut, we can make
so much money off polluters...’

It’s just as bad as funding public transit with revenue
from the gasoline tax. Why can’t the government figure
out that the more people stop using their cars and take
public transit, the less revenue to fund it there will be?  

There’s An Blue Elephant In My Room
In spite of BC’s carbon neutral government initiative,

Canadians still emit more greenhouse gases per capita
than most people on this planet. We just aren’t doing
enough to lower our national GHG emissions. We talk
around it really well, bringing in regulations and
legislation and taxes. But people are starting to see the pile
of rubbish that’s underneath it all. 

We live in a society that is unwilling to change. We have
a government that is afraid to be criticized for laying out
the facts. The lobbying system puts corporations’ rights
ahead of the commons.  

Light-duty trucks and fossil fuels produced for export,
including expanded tar sands development, contributed to
some of our most significant emissions increases in the
last 20 years, according to Environment Canada. This
trend shows no sign of slowing. 

The change in behaviour that is required to mitigate
climate impacts will not occur without strong policies and
price signals. We also need to seriously start thinking
about adaptation to abrupt climate change. 

Even if we reduce our personal energy consumption
through conscientious and responsible actions like driving
less, eating locally, recycling and conservation, we still
need to address the large emitters. I am frustrated that
most of my per capita emissions come from large industry.
I know we need jobs, but I would rather have a planet to
live on! 

There is tremendous potential for green jobs and
creative solutions to this problem. We need to get off our
magic carpet and start looking at reality, start reducing
emissions. 

If it works, a compliance cap-&-trade market will
encourage emission reductions and alternatives to fossil
fuels. However, if it doesn’t, as we have seen with our
insufficient carbon tax and shallow forest carbon projects,
we’ll be in a worse mess than we are now. 

Improved energy standards for homes and appliances
resulted in an emissions decrease of 1.4% for that sector in
2008, so we know that legislation can make a difference.
The question is whether we will support our political leaders
to get off the magic carpet and make strong, effective
policies that create a change from business as usual. 

Walking the Talk
I have always wanted to visit Europe. I have never been
and was planning to go next summer, after graduating
from university. However, I cannot justify the carbon
emissions I will create by flying there. 

I might get there one day, but I will not go by plane.
Unless solar airplanes take off, of course. Nor will I
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conjure up a feeling of consolation through the acquisition
of carbon offsets. I will simply reduce my emissions—
period. 

We’ve been sweeping GHGs under the atmospheric rug
for the last 100 years. We knew we would have to clean up
our planet one day. That day is here and the choice is
clear—change now, or be forced to change later. I prefer
having a choice. 

If I travel to Europe one day, it will be by ship and train
and cycle—the most efficient means of transport. I don’t
feel deprived; it’s not an essential trip. 

This means I won’t get to Europe until I either have a
lot of time or a lot of money; it’s insane that trains are so
expensive while flying is so cheap. Oh well, at least I won’t
be a hypocrite. 0
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